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Liam Peter Temple
RETURNING THE ENGLISH “MYSTICS” TO
THEIR MEDIEVAL MILIEU: JULIAN OF
NORWICH, MARGERY KEMPE AND
BRIDGET OF SWEDEN
The conceptualization of a group of “medieval English mystics” has caused
significant controversy in recent decades. A product of scholarly accounts of the
Reformation dominated by confessional bias, the concept of a group of uniquely
English authors who existed outside of their wider English and continental contexts
has been steadily eroded by scholars from a diverse range of fields. This article
argues that two of these “English mystics”, Julian of Norwich (c.1342–c.1416)
and Margery Kempe (c.1373–after 1438), should be repositioned within a
transnational tradition of feminized affective piety, rather than confined to an
“English mystical tradition”. Through a comparison of the texts of Julian and
Margery with those of one of their most influential continental counterparts,
Bridget of Sweden (1303–73), the textual similarities of the three women in their
accounts of Christ’s crucifixion and the suffering of Mary are explored. This article
concludes by exploring how Julian’s and Margery’s texts were situated within a
wider continental tradition of female mystical experience in order to legitimize
their contents. Returning these “mystics” to their wider medieval milieu, it is
argued here, is the most productive avenue for further research on these medieval
figures.
The scholarly study of mysticism has been transformed over the last century.1
Until the mid twentieth century, it was dominated by scholars writing
historical accounts coloured by their own religious beliefs. This was a
remainder of the “confessional straitjacket” that bound the study of religion
in England until the 1970s, when the history of Protestantism was almost
exclusively written by Protestants, and the history of medieval Catholicism was
left to members of Catholic religious orders and other Catholic scholars.2
These scholars, limited by the demands of institutionalized Catholicism,
interpreted the medieval period in ways that would not damage the reputation
of the modern-day church.3 Their accounts were heavily influenced by both
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confessional partisanship and a need to strengthen the position of the Catholic
Church—to present the medieval church as thriving rather than declining
before the Reformation. It was from this background that the “medieval
English mystics” as a construct emerged.
The most prominent advocate of the “medieval English mystics” was the
English Benedictine monk and Regius Professor of Modern History at
Cambridge, David Knowles. In The English Mystical Tradition, Knowles
repeatedly stressed the Englishness and Catholicism of the “mystics”, and
insisted we allow these religious figures from the past to “be considered in the
light of the faith that we share with them”.4 This group consisted of Richard
Rolle (1290/1300–c.1349), the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, Walter
Hilton (1340/45–96) and Julian of Norwich (c.1342–c.1416). Margery
Kempe’s (c.1373–after 1438) role in this group has been contested ever
since.5 Together they represented an “English mystical tradition” that proved
the vitality of English Catholicism before the Reformation. Yet, in isolating
these figures from their medieval context and insisting that they conformed to
an “English” set of beliefs, Knowles did a disservice to the true historical milieu
of these writers.
This article seeks to explore the growing body of literature which insists
that these “English mystics” did not exist inside an “English mystical vacuum”,
but were influenced more by existing contemplative spiritual traditions,
including continental ones. The focus will be on Julian of Norwich and
Margery Kempe, who are shown to have been deeply influenced by the well-
established traditions of feminized affective piety, as a way of showing, firstly,
that the usefulness of “English mystics” as a label and concept has been
exhausted and, secondly, that these two women can be seen as part of a
transnational tradition of feminized affective piety. A comparison is made with
Bridget of Sweden (1303–73), whose popularity was highly visible in late
medieval England, in order to show how Julian and Margery reflected
traditional characteristics of affective piety, such as visions and depictions of
Christ’s crucifixion and devotion to the Virgin Mary. This is not to say that the
male “English mystics” did not exhibit characteristics of this tradition of
affective piety, but rather it is argued here that Julian and Margery reveal more
immediate and easily identifiable characteristics of this affective piety in their
writings and similarities with Bridget.
New scholarship on the semantic evolution of the term “mystic” is further
highlighting the anachronistic nature of the term when applied to medieval
writers. Indeed, no one in the fourteenth or fifteenth century would have been
labelled by their contemporaries as a “mystic”, but more likely as a spiritualist
or contemplative.6 In English, the usage of the term “mystic” to mean a writer
of works of mystical theology appears to have an origin in the manuscript
sources of the Benedictine monk Augustine Baker (1575–1641), and gained
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wider usage in the seventeenth century in debates between Catholics, Puritans,
Antinomians, Philadelphians and their critics.7 The development and acknow-
ledgement of a canon of writers labelled “mystics” in the seventeenth century,
often adapted and changed to suit the needs of each religious group engaging
with them, only further highlights that the “medieval English mystics” are a
modern, not medieval, reality.8 The Catholic writers of the twentieth century,
in constructing and promoting a group of “medieval English mystics”, were part
of a tendency that had started some 300 years earlier, in which religious groups
presented writers who they saw as having a collective and uniform set of beliefs
as “mystics” in the hope of strengthening their own religious position.
De-stressing the “Englishness” of Julian of Norwich and
Margery Kempe
Building on the seminal work of Nicholas Watson, which argued that “medieval
English mysticism” was an “imported, anachronistic, and, above all, essentially
evaluative term”, many works have further stressed this need to return these
writers to their wider context.9 Denise N. Baker has recently reaffirmed
Watson’s conclusions, arguing that any similarities between these English
writers were largely “due to their common participation in the rich discourse
of the contemplative tradition”, rather than any direct knowledge of each other.
By tracing their attitudes towards union with God, Baker argues that Rolle
shows elements of Cistercian affective mysticism, The Cloud’s author had major
elements of the Dionysian tradition, and Hilton was influenced firmly by the
Augustinian tradition, suggesting different spheres of influence. In the case of
Julian of Norwich, she concludes that there is little textual evidence that she
was influenced by any of these three men, and suggests that further study into
the continental influences acting on Julian of Norwich may reveal more precise
influences.10 The need to avoid anachronistic concepts of “Englishness” has been
persuasively argued by Liz Herbert McAvoy and Diane Watt, who have
recently reminded us that England in the late medieval period was “multi-
cultural and multilingual”, and enjoyed close links with the continent.11
Instead, it has been established that Julian and Margery would have been
influenced more by the growing positive presence of women in late medieval
religion, particularly the Virgin Mary and women saints, which allowed many
women to achieve a position of spiritual authority.12 This was part of what
Bernard McGinn refers to as the “flowering” of a series of new lay and clerical
movements that represented a “new mysticism”,13 in which the vita apostolica,
or a life of prayer, poverty and preaching, was idealized as mirroring the
practice of the earliest followers of Jesus.14 This secularization and democrat-
ization of spirituality opened up new avenues to women from the twelfth
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century onwards, the characteristics of which could be described as “religious
writing in the vernacular and a female-identified desire for Imitatio Christi”.15
We need only look to the role of Catherine of Siena (1347–80) in persuading
Pope Gregory XI to return to Rome from Avignon during the Western Schism
to realize the influence religious women could achieve.16 More widely, we see a
growth in the positive attitude towards female religiosity in the “distinctly
urban” Beguines, who sought to live a devout religious life without being
attached to a specific religious order, and produced famous women writers
such as Mary of Oignies (1177–1213) and Marguerite Porete (d. 1310).17
Women found similar freedom in the reform movement known as the “New
Devotion” or Devotio Moderna.18 The lives and actions of religious women such
as Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), Elizabeth of Hungary (1207–31),
Mechthild of Hackeborn (1240/1241–98) and Dorothea of Montau (1347–
94) were well known and would have been highly influential for Julian and
Margery. Undoubtedly, then, Julian and Margery were inheriting and
participating in a rich and diverse movement of female religious experience.
The case for freeing Julian and Margery from a “token” place in the category
of “English mystics” and instead repositioning them within a much wider
tradition of female piety has been particularly promoted by feminist scholars
since the early twentieth century.19 Indeed, in the first edition of The Book of
Margery Kempe, Hope Emily Allen suggested that continental female spirituality
would have had a large impact on Kempe, and many scholars have since
reconstructed the likely continental influences on her.20 To complement this, this
article seeks to show some of the textual similarities between Margery Kempe,
Julian of Norwich and Bridget of Sweden, who is widely considered to have been
“one of the most influential women in late-medieval Britain”.21 Recent work has
suggested that East Anglia, the region both Margery and Julian emerged from,
was the “gateway to continental Europe”,22 and, as Diane Watt has pointed out,
both women in Norwich shared the same “spiritual networks and vibrant
religious culture”.23 Rather than suggesting that the textual similarities below are
unique to the three women, it will be argued that the similarities between Julian,
Margery and Bridget point to a wider network of influence and possibly broader
European traditions of female religious piety, including the English. Rather than
confining them to a narrowly “English mystical tradition” therefore, it will be
demonstrated that these wider European traditions are much more useful for an
understanding of Julian and Margery.
St Bridget in her English setting
When Bridget of Sweden was canonized in 1391, her visionary experiences
were met with widespread interest in England, where she enjoyed great
1 4 4 WOMEN ’S WR I T I NG
popularity.24 It has already been established that both Julian and Margery would
have been aware of Bridget’s writings through their literary and spiritual
circles.25 Bridget’s Liber Celestis survives in two full Middle English translations,
along with a multitude of extracts and selections from her writings, suggesting
a substantial literary following.26 Moving into the fifteenth century, female
continental writers had a prominent place in the late medieval manuscript
tradition and an even more visible presence in the early printed textual
tradition, with printers such as William Caxton, Wynkyn de Worde and
Richard Pynson reproducing their works.27 David Griffith has drawn
connections between the availability of works by these female continental
writers in print in the late 1490s and the proliferation of painted images of
women such as Bridget, Catherine of Siena and Elizabeth of Hungary on late
medieval church furniture, suggesting these female figures were widely
known.28
When Margery began to write her book in the mid 1430s, however, a
much more visible sign of the influence of Bridget would have been apparent to
her. Henry V’s 1415 Bridgettine foundation at Syon was a huge boost to the
influence of Bridget in England. The abbey of Syon rapidly gained in prestige,
as many of its nuns came from well-connected families and many of its monks
were educated at Oxford and Cambridge—a strong pairing of social status and
intellectual calibre.29 As the only Bridgettine foundation in England, such a
well-connected abbey basing its practices and prayers on the life and writings of
Bridget dramatically increased interest in her works. Indeed, the hymns,
anthems and the service itself were believed to be the product of Bridget’s
divine revelations, as was outlined in the work that explained the Bridgettine
practice, The Myroure of oure Ladye.30 Into the sixteenth century, Syon generated
and translated many mystical writings, including the works of female writers
such as Catherine of Siena, whose experiences were published as The Orcharde of
Syon in 1519.
Julian and Margery were active and writing during a period when the
influence of Bridget was really beginning to be felt in England and a wider lay
audience for works of contemplation was emerging. At the start of a period
when monastic contemplation was challenged by a more active “mixed life”
outside of the cell or monastery, demanded by the wealthy lay aristocracy,
Julian and Margery would have been aware of the growing prominence and
popularity of female contemplative writers from the continent.31 Aligning
themselves with such writers was beneficial not only in promoting the
authenticity of their mystical experiences, but also in capitalizing on the
growing popularity of such works. In her account, Margery eventually visits
Sheen, the Carthusian monastery that had close links with Syon, where she
might have had access to the works of Bridget and Mechtild of Hackeborn in
the years leading up to the production of her own account of her mystical
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experiences.32 If both Julian and Margery were influenced by Bridget in such a
way, then a close textual analysis and comparison will prove as much.
Representations of Christ’s crucifixion
All three women were greatly influenced by a much wider tradition of affective
piety, which is present in their depictions of Christ’s crucifixion. Focusing on
mystical experience expressed in emotional and sensory terms had found
significance in Bernard of Clairvaux’s (1090–1153) and William of St-Thierry’s
(c.1085–c.1148) commentaries on the Song of Songs, as well as in the
Victorines, with particular intensity in the work of Richard of St-Victor (d.
1173).33 The crucifixion was also central to the Franciscans, the most striking
example of which was the manifestation of the stigma, or wounds of Christ on
the cross, on Francis of Assisi’s (1181/82–1226) hands, feet and side on Mount
La Verna—an event that heavily influenced Bonaventure’s (1221–74) Mind’s
Journey into God.34 Devotion to the wounds of Christ was also central to the
works of Gertrude the Great (1256–c.1302), Mechthild of Hackeborn and
Mechthild of Magdeburg (c.1207–c.1282/94), known as the “nuns of Helfta”.35
In England, this affective mode of piety was particularly prominent in the
works of Anselm of Canterbury (c.1033–1109), Aelred of Rievaulx (1110–67),
the authors of Ancrene Wisse and the “Wooing Group”, Walter of Wimborne
(fl. 1261–66) and John of Hoveden (d. 1275).36 It should come as no surprise
therefore that vivid and detailed accounts of the crucifixion appear in the works
of Bridget, Julian and Margery.
Bridget’s engagement with this theme is particularly striking. Bridget
received her first vision of the crucifixion at the age of 10, when Christ showed
her how he was wounded. This vision was so vivid that, afterwards, she could
“rarely recall the memory of it without tears”.37 Yet, in the seventh and final
book of her revelations, a considerably more detailed account is given to
Bridget. After explaining how each nail was hammered in, she recalls how
Christ’s body was stretched on the cross so far that “nearly all of his veins and
sinews were bursting”.38 The detail becomes gradually more intense, describing
the moment the crown of thorns is removed, how “it pricked his awesome
head with such a force that then and there his eyes were filled with flowing
blood and his ears were obstructed”, and how his “face and beard were covered
as if they had been dipped in that rose-red blood”.39 Such details continue, with
Bridget describing Christ’s body as “black and blue and pale and very weak
from the constant downward flow of blood” as he suffered an “intense
martyrdom”, crying out to God with “pale lips” and a “bloody tongue”.40
A similarly vivid portrayal of the physical and mental suffering of Christ
was visible in Julian’s and Margery’s experiences. Julian desired to see “the
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Passion which our Lord suffered for me, so that I might have suffered with him
as others did who loved him”,41 and was given a vision of these events. Also
focusing on the crown of thorns, Julian describes how she “saw the red blood
running down from under the crown, hot and flowing freely and copiously, a
living stream, just as it was at the time when the crown of thorns was pressed
on his blessed head”.42 The bodily suffering of Jesus is highlighted once again,
with Julian echoing Bridget’s description of the body decaying:
The blessed body was left to dry for a long time, with the wrenching of
the nails and the weight of the body […] the wounds grew wide, and the
body sagged because of its weight, hanging there for a long time, and the
piercing and scraping of the head and the binding of the crown, all clotted
with dry blood, with the sweet hair attaching the dry flesh to the thorns,
and the thorns attaching to the flesh.43
The vision was so vivid and detailed that Julian ends by stating that her
recollection is inadequate, for the pain and suffering can never truly be
understood or described without feeling it as she did.44 Margery tells of a similar
vision, describing how “our Lord’s body shook and shuddered, and all the joints
of that blissful body burst and broke apart, and his precious wounds ran down
with rivers of blood on every side”.45 Such was the bloody violence against Christ
that Margery describes how the “precious body appeared to her sight as raw as
something that was newly flayed out of its skin, almost pitiful to behold”.46
Christ’s death was therefore an event that could be experienced and seen—
one that Christ allowed witness to as evidence of his suffering for mankind.
Both Julian and Margery go into the same vivid detail as Bridget does,
highlighting the blood, decay of the body and the bodily suffering undertaken.
In doing so, they reveal the influences of much larger traditions of affective
piety that had emerged both in England and on the continent, with Christ’s
Passion featuring heavily in Pseudo-Bonaventure’s Meditationes Vitae Christi and
Nicholas Love’s (d. c.1424) English translation as The Mirror of the Blessed Life of
Jesus Christ at the start of the fifteenth century. Both works were immensely
popular and showed the influence of Christocentric devotional works. Yet, in
the writings of Bridget, Julian and Margery, we find another powerful image
that reveals more of this larger affective and devotional tradition—that of
devotion to the Virgin Mary.
The motherly suffering of Mary
The widespread growth of affective spirituality saw the rise of maternal
imagery in describing the individual’s relationship with Christ. As Sarah
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McNamer has persuasively argued, the presence and influence of works such as
Rolle’s Ego Dormio, Rievaulx’s De institutione inclusarum, Thomas of Hales’ Lyf of
Our Lady and Love’s The Mirror in England had feminized late medieval piety,
devotion and meditation on the Passion to the point that “to perform
compassion is to feel like a woman”.47 More widely, as Caroline Walker Bynum
has argued, from the twelfth century onwards, the image of “Mother Jesus”
was part of a “late medieval devotional tradition” that was characterized by
using analogies from human relationships to foster a sense of God as loving,
approachable and accessible.48 The use of maternal imagery can perhaps be best
seen in the writings of the “nuns of Helfta”.49 Closer to home, Julian and
Margery were likely influenced by the writings of Rolle, who is often
highlighted for his use of erotic and feminized language.50 As well as this, we
should consider the development of the idealization of certain feminine types—
notably, sainted women—which was highly visible in the textual and visual
cultures of late medieval England.51 As Bynum suggests, we should see all the
above as part of a wider growth in positivity towards women in religion, with a
particular emphasis on the increased worship of female saints and the fact that
the proportion of women among the newly canonized rose sharply.52
The theme of “God as Mother” and the divine motherhood trope have been
widely studied.53 As a result, focus is given here to how Julian, Margery and
Bridget all document experiencing the loss and pain of Mary as if it was their
own, moving past recollection and praise to a very real emotional and sensual
form of sympathy and consolation. Out of the three women, Saint Bridget
perhaps had the most personal relationship with Mary. She features
prominently in several of Bridget’s visions, sometimes even informing Bridget
of what future visions she would receive. Indeed, Bridget is told that Mary has
actively intervened in her life, at one point saving her life in childbirth.54 As a
result of this close relationship, Bridget is told of the affection between Christ
and his mother and, at one point, Christ explains the reason for this:
It was because the special mark of virtues was found in her. When a fire is
kindled and many logs surround it, the log most apt and efficient for
combustion will be the quickest to catch the flame and burn. So it was
with Mary. For when the fire of divine love—which in itself is changeless
and eternal—began to kindle and appear and when the Godhead willed to
become incarnate, no creature was more apt and efficient for receiving this
fire of love than the Virgin Mary; for no creature burned with such charity
as she.55
Such affection is also noted by Julian, who describes Mary as “high and noble
and glorious and more pleasing to him than all creatures”, emphasizing the
close relationship she had with Christ.56 Julian continues by noting how “she
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loved him more than all the others, her pain surpassed that of all others”.57
Similarly, Margery is told by Jesus himself to “think of my mother, for she is
the cause of all the grace that you have”.58
Yet the women’s experiences went further than this. One of the most
famous passages of St Bridget’s revelations is the vision of the nativity. The
details are vivid, with Bridget outlining Mary’s “beautiful hair—as if of gold—
spread out upon her shoulder blades” and the “very clean and finely woven”
cloths placed ready to wrap Jesus in. Bridget notes how Mary raised up her
eyes to heaven, “suspended in an ecstasy of contemplation, inebriated with
divine sweetness”, and gave birth almost instantly, with her body immediately
returning to being “wonderfully beautiful and delicate”. Bridget ends by
highlighting the motherly role of Mary, explaining how “with cheek and breast
she warmed him with great joy and tender maternal compassion”.59 Being
present at the birth of Christ is also one of the more unusual sections of
Margery’s text. She describes how she became a servant to Mary, going to
Bethlehem with her and securing lodgings every night. In this version, it is
Margery who goes out begging for pieces of fair white cloth to swaddle Jesus
in, and Margery herself arranges the bedding for Mary to lie on. Margery later
swaddles the child herself, mindful of the death he would endure in later life,
and promises to hold him safely and gently.60
This sympathizing with Mary extends to feeling the same level of motherly
suffering as her when Jesus is crucified. St Bridget provides numerous examples
of this with typically vivid detail. As Christ is dying, she notes how she “then
saw his most mournful Mother lying on the earth, as if trembling and half-
dead”. She explains how she felt, as Mary did, a “sharp sword of unbearable
bitterness” piercing her heart, and describes how Mary stood in a state of
physical exhaustion, “as though dead yet living, transfixed by the sword of
sorrow”.61 This concept of sharpness is repeated several times throughout the
vision, with Christ even stated to have felt a “most sharp arrow of sorrow
beyond all measure” in compassion for his mother’s suffering as he died.62
Such sentiments are reflected in Julian’s account of “natural love”.
According to her, all of creation has this love for Christ through his grace
and salvation, and those closest to him are overflowing with this “natural love”.
So, when Christ died, it was natural that Mary should suffer most, for she was
so “united in love that the greatness of her love was the cause of the greatness
of her pain”.63 She explains how “this natural love was most perfectly and
surpassingly revealed in his sweet mother; for as much as she loved him more
than all the others, her pain surpassed that of all others”.64 In a similar way to
Bridget, Margery describes how, at the death of Christ, she saw Mary “swoon
and fall down and lie still, as if she had been dead”, and how she offers to share
the burden of sorrow with her, telling her: “your sorrow is my sorrow”.65 She
writes that Mary “bowed down to her son’s body and kissed his mouth, and
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wept so plentifully over his blessed face, that she washed away the blood from
his face with the tears of her eyes”.66 Margery’s sympathizing took on a very
physical form, with her crying and weeping every Palm Sunday and Good
Friday, where she suffered much “contempt and rebuke in many places” for her
outcries.67
All three women are representative of a wider feminized affective
spirituality that focused on devotional accounts of Christ’s death and the
experiences of the Virgin Mary. In this affective piety, the image and metaphor
of motherhood were incredibly powerful. All three women could draw on
experiences unique to their sex, motherhood and childbirth, in order to detail
the emotional and physical pain Mary would have gone through in her
relationship with Christ. The identification of Julian and Margery with these
larger devotional currents can be seen in the very creation of their texts, which
both underwent a process of “legitimation” in order to ensure that their
message was not heretical.
Legitimation
As Rosalynn Voaden has highlighted, scribes, editors and translators were the
church’s first line of defence in the battle against the promulgation of false
revelations.68 Both Julian’s and Margery’s texts were edited and prepared for a
wider readership, with Julian expressly outlining that she wished that the
account of her visions would find its way to all those who wanted to love God
faithfully.69 Although, in retrospect, we know that these texts did not gain
widespread readership, it is important to consider the process they underwent
in expectation of such. Not only did Margery and Julian have to position
themselves within established church teachings, but they also had to ensure that
their revelations could not be seen as heretical, and thus their texts became
their proof of legitimacy. This had worked well for Bridget, whose life was
recorded immediately after her death by her confessors Prior Peter and Master
Peter, and, along with her visionary experiences, provided sufficient legitima-
tion for her to be canonized in 1391 by Pope Boniface IX. We can see similar
safeguards in Julian’s repeated statement that she believed in the teachings,
preaching and beliefs of the Holy Church, or Margery Kempe’s trials in front of
various ecclesiastical courts, where she attempted (and succeeded) to persuade
them that she was not heretical.70 The theory that Margery wrote her
autobiography in the hopes that she would be sainted after death supports this.
In this sense, Margery’s autobiography was protection and reassurance for her
after death, for the text would prove her legitimacy and authenticity should
questions of heresy ever arise after her death, as was the case with Bridget.71
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We must not forget the role of the scribe in the construction of these texts.
In Margery’s case, the priest employed to write the text was at first sceptical of
her crying and wailing, but after God granted him similar tears every time he
read the Gospel, he became convinced of the legitimacy of Margery’s visions.
What is more interesting is that this priest then outlines exactly where
Margery’s experiences should be placed in the context of writers that have
gone before. Not only does he mention The Pricke of Love and Bonaventure, but
continues by explaining how he has read the Incendium Amoris of Richard of
Hampole, “which prompted him to give credence to the said creature”, and
that Elizabeth of Hungary “also cried with a loud voice, as is written in her
treatise”.72 Not only that, but the priest has also
[…] read of a woman called Mary of Oignies, and of her manner of life, of
the wonderful sweetness that she had in hearing the word of God, of the
wonderful compassion that she had in thinking of his Passion, and of the
abundant tears she wept.73
It seems that the scribe involved in writing down Margery’s life was conscious
of the similarities of her visions with those of her continental predecessors and
therefore sought to stress the similarities throughout the text.
The fact that Margery never directly addresses the reader throughout the
entire text, with the scribe being an “omnipotent, third-person narrator”,74
suggests that the scribe himself was trying to position Margery’s experiences
within an approved continental tradition. Indeed, as Lynn Staley and Sarah Rees
Jones have noted, the entire work seems to have been written with a substantial
knowledge of the conventions of fifteenth-century piety and devotional
literature, which implies that the author consciously reflected the spiritual
trends of the late medieval period that have been outlined above. This led Staley
to differentiate between Margery, the subject of the work, and Kempe, her
author. Kempe is revealed to be an author who understood the conventions of
hagiography and devotional prose, as well as the opportunities for women to
present themselves as vessels for God’s word, and uses this to attack and criticize
“the very foundations of community”.75 Jones highlighted this in her work,
suggesting that The Book of Margery Kempe was written by a male author to
critique the corrupt male clergy of his time, and that Margery was a literary
construct that took inspiration from available models of pious European religious
women.76 Margery, in both cases, was constructed with inspiration from
currents of female spiritual authority and affective piety that were highly
influential in the period and legitimated the text.
The only surviving full manuscript of The Book of Margery Kempe also
supports this process of legitimation. It contains numerous sets of annotations
to the manuscript, the most important of which are in red ink, made in the
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sixteenth century. It is this set of annotations that Staley has shown to provide a
“running gloss” for the reader, including texts that support Margery’s visions,
such as Incendium Amoris and The Pricke of Love, along with ending chapters with
“Amen” or references to biblical quotes to support her claims.77 As this
manuscript was at one point in the library of the Mountgrace Priory in North
Yorkshire, it can be assumed that the Carthusians were greatly interested in
Margery’s visions, and perhaps saw them as an English example of the
continental tradition. Outside of the monastery, The Book of Margery Kempe
appeared in a highly sanitized form printed by Wynkyn de Worde in 1501 and
by Henry Pepwell in 1521, suggesting that it may have eventually found its way
to a larger audience, though in versions that conceal more than they reveal
about Margery’s mystical experiences.78
Julian’s work underwent a similar process. She wrote the shorter version of
her text around 1388, and the longer, more detailed version did not emerge
until around 1413. Nicholas Watson has argued that the shorter version might
have only been created after years of thought and hesitation by Julian, uncertain
about how her visions would be received.79 If her visions did take place in 1373
(when she was 30 years old), it suggests two substantial periods of hesitation
and consideration. Lynn Staley Johnson has suggested that this revision was due
to Julian’s developing understanding of her role as the author of her text, in
which, in the short version of her visions, she constructs a “scribe” persona
who simply details the content of the visions with no exploration.80 The fact
that the short text begins with “Here is a vision shown by the goodness of God
to a devout woman and her name is Julian” removes Julian as the author, and
her concluding remark that “I have said as I saw, as truly as I am able” does
seem to suggest the presence of a scribe.81 In her study of the manuscript of
the short text of Julian, Marleen Cre also notes that the shorter text is more
urgent and has vivid personal details, which would come to be “sanitized” in the
longer version written later.82 This longer version removed any personal
details and focused more on Julian as a figure of authority, one who “presents
experience mediated by time, literary craft, intelligence, and study”.83 This
longer and more confident text might also have been a product of the influence
of continental female writers in England, as it has been noted that the writings
of Bridget were available in English in 1391, giving Julian time to reconsider
her position and begin expanding her text, reassured by the literary presence of
such a strong and popular female figure.84
Conclusion
This article has sought to establish the case for de-stressing the place of
Margery Kempe and Julian of Norwich in an insular “English mystical
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tradition”, and instead returning them to much wider currents of affective
feminized spirituality that were flourishing both in England and on the
continent. By comparing their accounts of Christ’s crucifixion and Mary’s
suffering with those of Bridget of Sweden, we see how these three women
were all part of this much wider tradition. An exploration of the very
construction and legitimation of their texts suggests something of these wider
currents of piety as well, as both texts show evidence of confidence in their
message spurred on by the wider positive and influential role some medieval
women had obtained. The time may well have come to cast aside the label of
the “English medieval mystics” for good as a confessional and ahistorical
construct that hinders a true understanding not only of Julian and Margery, but
the male “English mystics” as well. It is not suggested here that Julian and
Margery would not have been influenced by Hilton, Rolle and the author of
The Cloud, but rather that justifying such a group via their collective
“Englishness” can distort a true and accurate historical study of these writers.
Returning all these “medieval English mystics” to their wider medieval milieu
has advanced, and will continue to advance, our understanding of the influences
acting on these writers.
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